with suppliers is virtually indisputable. When the relationship is strong, individuals become advocates for one another and think of their partner as a personal associate, for instance, "my travel agent," "my mechanic," or "my supplier." 4 We believe that future success for F&B operators will come in part from focusing beyond short-term gain and recognizing the long-term advantages of partnerships. One reason for the rise in vendors as partners is the fact that organizational structures have been made so lean. On the one hand, as participative leaders design flatter organizational structures, purchasers within the organization acquire even greater discretion to act on behalf of their companies. On the other hand, purchasers may find themselves relying heavily on information and technical assistance from the vendor, whereas before that the purchaser's organization would have developed and held that knowledge. A partnership with a vendor helps the entire organization benefit from an extensive knowledge base (both the organization's and the vendor's), joint problemsolving opportunities, and the increased information sharing made possible through long-term associations.
Trust Is Key
Recent research indicates that one key to effective partnerships is mutual trust. When a buyer makes a purchase decision, he or she will seek the supplier who is perceived as most trustworthy. 5 Establishing trust cements a partnership. As we'll discuss below, a solid partnership provides a sustainable competitive advantage for the purchaser's organization, particularly as the purchase transaction exists within an ongoing context of past and future interactions.
Expectations of trust, which is defined for our purposes as "a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations of the intentions or behaviors of another," facilitates information sharing. 6 The process is cyclical; negotiators who trust each other share information more readily than do those who lack trust. As suppliers become more knowledgeable, they are in a better position to provide individualized service that speaks directly to their purchasers' needs. Indeed, relationships high in trust are characterized by the supplier's willingness to customize services and even share confidential information.
Increased information flow also allows both purchaser and supplier to discover ways to engage in collaborative activities and to align business goals. Problem-solving communication and the development of innovative solutions requires the non-routine interactions found in a partnership. By the same token, partners with a strong relationship make better decisions as high trust permits a greater variety of options to be explored.
In a study of the variables affecting trust and commitment in purchaser-supplier relationships, Zineldin and Jonsson examined the importance of such factors as relationship bonds, willingness of the supplier to adapt to the purchaser's needs, and communication effectiveness.
7 These researchers found statistically significant, positive relationships among these variables. That is, suppliers who were responsive to buyers' individual needs and who were effective communicators were also perceived to be highly trustworthy. The development of trust-based partnerships in supply-chain relationships is likely to become one of the most powerful purchasing strategies in the decades ahead. The study explained in this article extends this concept by exploring the effects of trust and related attributes in the purchasersupplier relationship.
Effects of Culture and Technology on Partnerships
Two additional dimensions have the potential to affect the purchaser-supplier relationship and the development of mutual trust-namely, culture and technology. While little is known about the precise effects of these characteristics, researchers and practitioners alike believe that they have a dramatic influence on purchaser-supplier partnerships.
Cross-cultural communications are increasingly common as purchasers find themselves negotiating across international boundaries. Novel questions and issues are inevitable as representatives working under different legal systems strive to coordinate their efforts. Further, the social contract-the "spirit of the deal"-often governs expectations about the nature, extent, and duration of the venture. Such understandings of the negotiation process are largely culture bound.
Doing business with individuals from different parts of the world requires that purchasers recognize that it is not the legal contract alone that binds negotiators, but the strength of the business relationship.
8 When partners cannot rely on interpersonal similarity and a common background, trust becomes an even more critical success factor in building a relationship.
Facilitating the growth of global businesses are distance technologies, most notably the internet. In recent studies, buyers were found to place a high value on maintaining personal contact with suppliers and, one suspects, would find the use of distance technologies to have unanticipated challenges.
9 As Drolet and Morris remind us, faceto-face contact fosters the development of rapport and helps negotiators coordinate their responses.
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The effect of distance technologies in developing partnerships and building trust is a topic that remains largely unexplored. What we do know for certain is that trust is sustained by regular dialogue. In fact, a distinguishing feature of
Building Trust through Communication
Restaurant operators have long valued strong relationships with particular vendors. A chef who knows which fish monger will consistently supply quality seafood and which can be trusted to tell the truth about freshness and place of origin has an advantage over his or her competitors.
For example, let's say that Andrée, a restaurant operator for Kanyon Kitchens, has an agreement with a local produce company for fresh vegetables. According to the contract, Pedro, the supplier, guarantees that deliveries will arrive on time and in the proper quantity. In the event the products are not on time, Andrée receives the goods at no charge. Thus, the impetus to perform is clearly on Pedro. Yet, this contractual guarantee does little to help Andrée build customer loyalty in the event that the produce delivery is late and it becomes impossible to serve a spinach salad to a guest. Everyone concerned understands this.
So, what happens when the weather is bad, and making deliveries to Kanyon Kitchen is all but impossible? If Pedro has proved to be a trustworthy partner, the sales representative will notify Andrée when a delivery is going to be late. This allows Andrée to make contingency arrangements, such as menu-item substitutions, well before a guest places an order. Does Pedro have to make such a call? Not under the contract. But acting as a partner-going the extra mile-creates a win-win situation and allows both parties to succeed. Over time, this type of behavior results in increased trust and long-term benefit.-J.B. and D.R. partnerships may well be a high frequency of interaction via a variety of communication channels. Given the nearly inevitable transition to dependence on electronic media, this issue will become increasingly important to purchasers. This study explores these topics, providing information for practitioners looking to strengthen partnerships that can endure as the effects of culture and technology continue to change the operating environment.
Studying Partnerships
If we agree that long-term partnerships can create a competitive advantage for food and beverage purchasers, it would be useful to know more about the personal characteristics and the interpersonal behavior that facilitate the development of strong purchaser-supplier associations. As discussed above, research has suggested that it is the development of trust that distinguishes long-term partnerships in the purchaser-supplier context. Any information that can be gained regarding this relationship and how it is perceived and strengthened can help food and beverage purchasers increase the effectiveness of their efforts.
Specifically, this study addresses the following questions:
(1) What types of supplier behavior contribute to a strong purchaser-supplier partnership? (2) What types of behavior do purchasers exhibit that indicate trustworthiness? (3) What individual items correlated with three or more of the five overarching dimensions? (4) What are the key challenges in maintaining strong purchaser-supplier partnerships? In recognition of the global marketplace and the increased use of distance technologies, purchasers' perceptions regarding the influence of these dimensions on the purchaser-supplier partnership was also assessed.
Survey Design
In collaboration with Richmond Events and Cornell University's Center for Hospitality Research, we created and sent a survey to all food and beverage purchasers listed on a database supplied by Richmond Events. Respondents were invited to return their surveys to the Center for Hospitality Research either in the pre-addressed,
Can Technology Replace Face Time?
Automated ordering streamlines the order process, allows buyers to check availability of items in real time, facilitates improved accuracy in order tracking, and optimizes billing procedures. Multiunit operators can even require that suppliers make available only those items that meet corporate specifications to the individual units, updating the available list of items as needed. The question is, does a predilection for such faceless exchange in a people-centered business alter the nature of the food-service supplierbuyer relationship? The answer is found by looking at current industry practice.
Leading food-service distributors still maintain considerable sales and service staffs to meet the ever-changing needs of their customers. Even multinational chemical companies, which distribute their goods (such as dishmachine detergent and sanitizer) through national distributors, still expect their representatives to call on valued customers regularly. As one large supplier said, "A chemical is nothing special to most restaurant guysit's the personal touch that makes a difference."
Thus, it would seem that while technology is a vital part of making the restaurant business more efficient and streamlined, it is still important to remember the service part of food service, even when it pertains to the supplier.-J.B. and D.R.
postage-paid envelopes or by facsimile. Of the 86 purchasers surveyed, a total of 73 usable questionnaires were returned after an initial mailing and one follow-up. This provided a highly acceptable response rate of 85 percent.
The survey itself was divided into four sections. The first section requested demographic and background information from respondents. The second section solicited respondents' views on general aspects of the purchaser-supplier relationship. A list of statements was presented and respondents were asked to indicate the level of their agreement with each statement using fivepoint Likert-type scales that ranged from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree."
The third section of the survey focused on a single supplier's representative and again asked respondents to indicate the extent of their agreement with a set of statements, again on five-point Likert-type scales. This section had 13 single-item statements that focused on the specific behavior of a particular representative, plus five statements that were clustered to assess a trust dimension. We then asked respondents more generally what they thought of (1) the perceived quality of the relationship, (2) the representative's performance, and (3) the likelihood that the relationship with the supplier would be continued.
In part four, respondents were invited to answer an open-ended question that asked for the personal characteristics and behavior that they believed described a highly effective supplier representative. As will be discussed, a content analysis of those responses revealed four distinct categories.
Findings and Analysis
Approximately 20 percent of the purchasers surveyed were women. Nearly half of all respondents (48.6 percent) were between 36 and 45 years of age. Just over a quarter (26.4 percent) were between 46 and 55 years old, while the remaining group was divided equally between the youngest category (26-35 years) and the oldest group (over 55). Just under one-third of the respondents had been in their positions from three to six years, and another third had been in their positions more than ten years. Twenty-five percent had been in their positions less than three years, and the remaining 12.3 percent had worked in their current jobs between 7 and 10 years.
The respondents represented five F&B segments. Of the 73 respondents, 26 percent (19) were in quick service, 27.4 percent (20) identified themselves as being with family or midscale restaurants, and 16.4 percent (12) with theme or moderate upscale. Just over 12 percent of respondents (9) were associated with upscale operations, and 17.8 percent (13) indicated that they were affiliated with onsite, non-commercial food service. Eighty-two percent (60) of those responding had group or corporate responsibilities. Only 6.8 percent (5) worked at the unit level, while 11 percent (8) were responsible for a division or brand.
High-level respondents. A large percentage of the respondents (78 percent, n = 57) authorized purchases for their operation or division. Over half (53.4 percent, n = 39) set their company's annual food-service budget, and 71.2 percent (52) negotiated directly with suppliers' representatives. Approximately 83 percent (61) of the responding purchasers indicated that they "identify new trends and products," and 17.8 percent (13) are involved in formulating the company's purchasing strategy.
In terms of annual purchasing budgets, just over one-third of the purchasers surveyed reported annual budgets of less than $10 million, while approximately the same number spent between $10 million and $50 million each year. Seven percent (5) managed budgets of between $50 million and $100 million, and another 11 percent (8) indicated that they spent between $100 million and $200 million annually. The remaining 8.4 percent (6) were responsible for annual budgets of over $200 million.
Frequency and Nature of Communication
A two-part question in the background section focused on the frequency of purchasers' commuThe development of trust seems to be the key factor in creating successful partnerships between purchasers and vendors. nication with suppliers. Part one asked how frequently purchasers communicated in person with suppliers, and part two asked how often purchasers used distance technologies to carry out their business transactions.
As can be seen in Exhibit 1, over 38 percent of respondents (28) indicated that they communicated in person with suppliers one to three times each month. Approximately 18 percent (13) communicated more frequently than that, and 43.8 percent (32) less frequently. Communication via distance technologies was more frequent than personal exchanges. Nearly half of all purchasers communicated with suppliers one or more times each week, and approximately 40 percent (29) communicate with suppliers one to three times each month.
General Views of Partnership
General partnership questions focused on the extent to which respondents perceived each of a number of variables as affecting their relationship with suppliers. Purchasers were first asked to indicate the importance of each of six of a supplier's personal characteristics in building a strong relationship. Those characteristics were empathy, initiative, problem-solving ability, sense of humor, sincerity, and trustworthiness. We selected those traits according to the frequency with which they appeared in the literature on interpersonal relationships in business.
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Trust is tops. Trustworthiness was rated as the most critical trait, with slightly less than 84 percent of respondents (61) judging trust to be "extremely important" and the remainder indicating that it was "very important." The mean for this item was 4.83 on a five-point scale (see Exhibit 2).
Problem-solving ability was the next-mostimportant characteristic to purchasers, receiving 61.1 percent (45) of ratings in the "extremely important" category and producing a mean score 
Mean importance ratings of personal characteristics
Note: Range is 1 = extremely unimportant to 5 = extremely important. (18) indicating that this characteristic was "not very important." A second question solicited purchasers' judgments regarding the relative importance of each of three factors (i.e., service, price, and brand) in the decision to maintain a partnership with a particular supplier. As shown in Exhibit 3, purchasers rated service higher than the other two items, with nearly three-quarters of all respondents judging service to be "extremely important" and the rest rating it as "very important." Price, with a mean score of 4.39, was the next most important factor in purchasers' decisions to continue their relationship with a particular supplier. Brand was a poor third, with half of all respondents averring that brand was only "somewhat" important and about 10 percent stating it was "not very important."
The turnover barrier. In addressing barriers to maintaining strong partnerships, purchasers indicated that turnover in supplier representatives was their primary concern. While over three quarters of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that maintaining strong partnerships was made more difficult by supplier turnover, relatively few-just slightly more than one-quarter (19)-believed that either distance communication or the global nature of business was a problem (Exhibit 4). In fact, over a quarter of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that either the use of distance technologies or the global nature of business were obstacles to maintaining strong supplier partnerships.
Pursuing the issue of technology further, respondents were divided on the question of whether they believed distance communication (phone, internet, and so forth) could replace faceto-face interaction. The mean of all ratings was 3.53. Fifty-three percent of the purchasers (39) indicated that distance communication "almost always" or "usually" could replace personal contact, while all the others believed this was true "sometimes," "seldom," or "almost never." Given this response, it is interesting to note that 67 percent of respondents (49) also believe that
EXHIBIT 3
Percentage of respondents who valued service, price, and brand as "important" or "extremely important"
EXHIBIT 4
Extent to which turnover, distance communication, and globalization are perceived as obstacles to strong supplier partnerships Respondents were then asked how effective they believed they were in conducting business through channels other than face-to-face meetings. Approximately one-third (32 percent) indicated that they were "almost always" effective conducting business through distance communication, and another 54 percent felt that they were "usually" effective doing so. (See Exhibit 5 for a summary of responses to the questions regarding distance technology and purchasersupplier communication.)
Key to success. Finally, several questions in this section addressed purchasers' perceptions of how important their relationship with the supplier was to their business's success. Respondents were asked how critical "a positive relationship" and "maintaining a long-term relationship" with the supplier were to effective business practice. The combined mean for those two questions was 4.30, with over 90 percent of respondents either agreeing or strongly agreeing that their relationship with a supplier was a critical success factor (Exhibit 6). Nearly 85 percent of respondents agreed (43.8 percent) or strongly agreed (41.1 percent) that creating supplier partnerships was part of their long-term strategy.
Specific Partnership
This section of the survey asked purchasers to respond to a number of questions regarding their relationship with a specific supplier's representative. Responses to each item in the series were then correlated with the five-item trust dimension, with a two-item communication dimension, and with the three general questions that we call "overarching dimensions." As a reminder, those three overarching items were (1) the perceived quality of their personal relationship, (2) the respondents' assessment of the supplier's overall performance, and (3) respondents' estimate of the likelihood that a relationship with this particular supplier would be continued. We present those correlations below.
As explained earlier, since trust within the purchaser-supplier relationship was of particular interest in this study, we measured this dimension through a cluster of five items that pre-
EXHIBIT 5
Issues associated with distance communication
EXHIBIT 6
Response to importance of a positive, long-term partnership vious research has shown to be reliable indicators of the trust factor. 12 The communication dimension was assessed similarly using a two-item scaled set, which assessed degrees of (1) clear and direct communication and (2) effective listening. For our research purposes, correlations at a p < .01 level of significance are of interest. Note that these are correlations only; further analysis would be required to determine whether one behavior causes the other.
Identifying Key Items
A number of individual items had significant correlations with the overarching dimensions, as shown in Exhibit 7. Communication-related attributes carried significant correlations in several cases. For instance, clear communication returned the strongest correlation with trust and performance, while good listening skills correlated strongly with trust, performance, and the likelihood of continuing the relationship. One other attribute, straightforwardness, was strongly correlated with several dimensions, including trust, the quality of the relationship, and communication. Those findings indicate the importance to a purchaser-vendor partnership of open, frank, and responsive communication.
Overarching correlations. Examining the five overarching dimensions, we found that the trust factor correlated significantly with each of the other four (see Exhibit 8). The strikingly strong and positive relationship between the trust and communication dimensions, in particular, suggests that trusted suppliers are viewed as listening well and speaking clearly. As one would expect, the correlation between performance and the likelihood of continuing the relationship was also strong, as was the relationship between communication and performance. Three independent coders conducted the content analysis using single words as the unit of analysis. The 73 respondents generated 168 usable units of analysis. Classification was guided by grounded theory; that is, the categories emerged from the data provided. An inter-rater reliability coefficient of .92 indicated a high level of agreement among raters, who identified the following four main categories of response: personal characteristics, trust, communication, and business characteristics. Exhibit 9 illustrates the percentage of responses in each category, and the accompanying boxes provide a breakdown for each of the major responses. Based on some of the attributes that appeared most frequently in the respondents' descriptions, we can say generally that an effective purveyor's representative is knowledgeable about her company's products, has good problem-solving abilities, and takes initiatives to solve problems. In addition, this person is trustworthy, articulate, and follows through on promises. The representative's can-do attitude is complemented by a service orientation.
The personal-characteristics category received the largest number of responses (40 percent). Within that dimension, a majority of statements related to the importance of the supplier's gaining knowledge through his or her initiatives to solve specific problems for the purchaser. Nearly 30 percent of all responses addressed the need for suppliers to make themselves knowledgeable about the purchaser's business and to take initiative in solving problems. Another frequent response in this category had to do with valuing suppliers who took a "win-win" approach and who were ready to go the "extra mile."
The most frequent single response, constituting over 15 percent of all responses, related specifically to the importance of honesty and trustworthiness. In this second category, approximately another 4 percent focused on ethical behavior or issues of fairness.
Over 20 percent of all responses mentioned some aspect of the suppliers' communication ability as being important to effectiveness. Four dimensions emerged from an analysis of responses in the communication category. The first dimension can be described as a "professional style." Purchasers commented that their suppliers should be "articulate," "clear," and "well spoken." The second dimension related to judgments of being "personable." Respondents indicated that they preferred suppliers who were "approachable" and who were "easy to talk to." Somewhat related, respondents also valued suppliers who listened effectively and who were sensitive to their needs. As expected, purchasers valued the extra effort suppliers took to accurately understand their situation. Last, a number of purchasers mentioned that they wanted suppliers to be "straightforward" and "direct" in their communication.
Approximately 22 percent of all responses related to the fourth category, business characteristics. At the top of this list and constituting nearly half of all responses in this category was follow through; purchasers valued suppliers who "deliver on their promise." Other characteristics that were valued included following up on tasks, demonstrating a service orientation, providing a highquality product, and being readily accessible.
The Importance of Being Earnest
The results of this survey confirm findings from previous research and add to the growing body of literature documenting the importance of trust in the purchaser-supplier relationship. Supplier partnerships were viewed by purchasers as critical to their success. A majority of respondents indicated that establishing supplier partnerships was part of their long-term business strategy. In the following section, we examine the questions that we raised at the beginning of this article.
(1) What types of supplier behavior contribute to a strong purchasersupplier partnership? It was not surprising that trustworthiness emerged as the most important of the six characteristics presented in building a strong supplier partnership. Both trust and problem-solving ability, rated second of the six options, were also mentioned frequently in the open-ended question regarding critical supplier traits and behavior. The importance purchasers placed on service over price and brand again reinforced the fact that perceptions of the supplier's discretionary behavior and initiative appear to have a significant influence on the relationship.
The specific supplier characteristics and behavior most critical to forming an effective partnership were associated with accomplishing business-specific goals. Characteristics like a sense of humor were perceived as less important, while personal traits related to providing quality service, problem solving, and initiative were valued highly. This finding is consistent with earlier research that concluded only task-based communication was related to perceptions of trust. 13 The message for organizations attempting to strengthen current and future partnerships, then, is to focus on these attributes. Thus, topics for training and development might include active listening and creative problem-solving techniques. In addition, hiring practices might be reviewed to ensure that emphasis is placed on recruiting individuals who have a strong customer-service mindset.
(2) What types of behavior do purchasers exhibit that indicate trustworthiness? Part 3 of the study examined relationships among a number of variables. Individual items were correlated with a five-item trust factor, the strength of the purchaser-supplier relationship, perceptions of the supplier's performance, and the likelihood that the purchaser would continue a relationship with the supplier.
Correlations between the five-item trust factor and "clear and direct communication" and "listening" were the highest by far of any individual items. There is little question that communication effectiveness influences perceptions of trustworthiness. Suppliers who demonstrate clear and direct communication and who listen well to purchasers are perceived as being more trustworthy than their counterparts. The accurate and open communication required to build trust allows for greater exchange of information and, subsequently, the development of individualized knowledge that further strengthens the relationship.
Communication was also frequently mentioned in response to the open-ended question regarding effective supplier traits. Respondents placed value on suppliers who were "clear," "articulate," and "well-spoken." Not surprisingly, listening effectiveness was also mentioned repeatedly as a significant characteristic. Thus, if there is any one dimension that suppliers can address to improve their chances of developing a strong partnership, it is their communication effectiveness.
(3) What individual items correlated with three or more of the five overarching dimensions? The individual item, "I enjoy my interactions with this person," demonstrated one of the four highest correlations with each of the five dimensions examined. It may be that when trust is high when communication is effective, and when other dimensions are positive, purchasers are more optimistic about their negotiations. This translates into "enjoying" the relationship more than when these broad qualities are lacking or when, for other reasons, purchasers are anxious or frustrated in their interactions.
Three other independent items placed among the four highest correlations for three of the five dimensions. These were: (1) taking initiative to solve problems, (2) listening, and (3) the purchaser's comfort with communicating in a direct and straightforward manner.
Suppliers who "take initiative to help solve my business problems" facilitated stronger relation-13 J.K. Butler, Jr., and R.S. Cantrell, "Communication Factors and Trust: An Exploratory Study," Psychological Reports, Vol. 74, pp. 33-34.
About Richmond Events
In 1990 Richmond Events identified a niche in the conference-services marketplace. The market need was for executives in hospitality-related industries to be able to attend conferences dedicated to issues salient to their industry segment. The specific feature of Richmond's market niche was that each conference was held aboard a cruise ship.
The shipboard cruises are a combination of conference sessions, think tanks, and workshops that allows delegates to share in the latest industry thinking and exchange ideas about current practices. Based in London with an office in New York City, Richmond Events now offers more than 115 conferences, which it calls "Richmond Experiences." These include a human-resources forum, corporate travel and meeting-planner forum, and e-supply-chain forum.-J.B. and D.R.
ships were seen as performing better and were viewed as more effective communicators. Listening effectiveness was found to have among the strongest correlations with perceptions of performance and trust as well as the likelihood of continuing a relationship with the supplier.
Finally, purchasers revealed that when the relationship was strong, when communication was effective, and when a high level of trust was established, they then felt that they could "be straightforward and open" with the supplier even when they disagreed with him or her. In other words, these dimensions contributed to an environment where purchasers felt they could speak candidly about the issues at hand. Keep in mind that partnerships, unlike contractual relationships, are characterized by open and informal communication that provides for the exploration of a broad range of options and opportunities.
14 In sum, effective communication is likely to facilitate the information sharing that purchasers believe is essential to suppliers' ability to help them solve their specific problems. Suppliers who take initiative and become a knowledgeable partner in the relationship are seen to be more effective than their more-passive peers.
(4) What are the key challenges in maintaining strong purchaser-supplier partnerships? While it was assumed that purchasers would be highly concerned about the potentially detrimental effects of globalization and distance tech-14 McCutcheon and Stewart, op. cit. nologies on their relationships, such was not the case. To the contrary, respondents saw turnover of supplier representatives as the most troublesome issue in maintaining strong partnerships.
Even as purchasers embrace technological applications for at least some of their interaction with suppliers, it is clear that our respondents are not ready to have distance relationships exclusively. As noted earlier, the frequent communication required to sustain strong partnerships will undoubtedly necessitate increasing the variety of communication channels. In spite of the inevitable and growing dependence on technology, many respondents admitted that they feel less effective in the virtual environment than face to face. The results of our study provide a starting point for further exploration of technology in the purchaser-supplier partnership.
